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A D R E N T 
Fifty years ago, Gordon and Helen Halstead were expelled from India because they sympathized 
with the people they'd gone to serve. Fate freed the Indians, though, and vindicated the Halsteads. 
BY CAROL NORTH SCHMUCKLER 
hanksgiving was coming and 
the young American couple 
who'd just arrived at Lucknow 
College in India were at a plan-
ning meeting for the holiday. 
Other members of the missionary commu-
nity explained that because turkeys weren't 
available, peahens would be served. Local 
vegetables would be made to mimic tradi-
tional American counterparts. The American 
faculty members of another nearby college 
would attend. Wonderful. 
But why just them? asked the newcom-
ers, eyes shining, full of ideals. Why not 
invite all the Indian staff members to share 
in this typical American holiday? 
"First there was a stunned silence, and 
then the meeting dissolved in an uproar," 
remembers Gordon Halstead. "Everyone 
was shocked and upset. They shouted at 
us. You would have thought we'd advo-
cated free love, but what we'd done was 
actually far worse. We had suggested 
something that was never, ever done in the 
India of 1928." 
Gordon and Helen Honsinger Hal-
stead, newly married and fresh from their 
SU graduation, had expected to find quite 
a different world abroad. Their education 
at Syracuse had given them a concern for 
social issues and a belief in the brother-
hood of humanity. They had been active in 
the student Christian movement, and 
thought they would find its principles of 
acceptance and love exemplified in the 
missionary community in India. The real-
ity was quite different. 
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According to Helen, the Western com-
munity never socialized with Indians. 
"The goal was to live totally apart from the 
rest of the country, as though they were 
still in the United States," she says. "Rela-
tions were very formal. Indians were never 
called by their first names. Even those in 
the upper class were seldom invited into 
Western homes, and when they were, they 
weren't permitted to use the front door but 
had to come to the back. Food was served 
to them on 'special' dishes." 
"The American missionaries," Gordon 
adds, "felt that because they were subsi-
dized by the British, they must remain 
completely aloof from anything going on in 
India. It was as though Gandhi and his 
extraordinary quest for self-rule didn't 
exist. These Americans, living in the midst 
of a country seething with revolutionary 
fervor for freedom, were totally indifferent." 
That was behavior Gordon and Helen 
found inimical to their beliefs, and they 
determined to conduct their lives differ-
ently. In so doing, they attracted the 
friendship of Indian leaders, scandalized 
the American and British communities, 
and eventually were expelled from India 
for their pro-Gandhi sympathies. Forty 
years later the Indian government wel-
comed them back as guests of the nation. 
oday Gordon and Helen Halstead 
are no less passionate about social 
injustice, and about India. They 
live in a sprawling farmhouse just outside 
Manchester, Vermont, surrounded by 
scrapbooks filled with newspaper articles 
about them and faded sepia photos of 
friends left in India long ago, memorabilia 
acquired during many trips back, and 
mementos from Indian friends who have 
visited them over the years. 
Their home sits at the end of a long, 
winding road through dense woods. The 
house rambles on and on, a hodgepodge of 
comfortable, lived-in rooms added over 
the years. It's crammed with the kinds of 
sofas, chairs, desks, and breakfronts 
antique dealers would sell their souls for. 
Gordon and Helen have aged well. 
They are a handsome couple. Their white 
hair gleams in the sun and Gordon's eye-
brows bristle attractively. Helen wears 
Indian dress for this talk about their expe-
riences. They welcome visitors, plop them 
down on the shaded porch, hand out 
glasses of iced tea, and invite them to share 
the view of their 68 acres of untouched for-
est. Throughout a five-hour conversation, 
it becomes clear that Gordon can be 
counted on for the philosophic insights 
into the eve nts they've lived through. 
Helen contributes the warm de tails of 
what life was like as it was lived. 
It was actually an accident that took the 
Halsteads to India. Gordon was supposed 
to go to Cairo to teach after his January 
graduation, with Helen following in June. 
But a failing grade necessitated an extra 
semester at Syracuse for Gordon. In the inter-
val his life changed. Helen's aunt, Welthy 
Honsinger, was the wife of a Methodist 
bishop stationed in Calcutta. While visiting 
the United States, the bishop married Gor-
don and Helen and then convinced them to 
go to India instead of Egypt. 
On their way to India, they stopped in 
Italy and met India's leading woman politi-
cian, Sarojini Naidu, a woman called the 
"Nightingale of Indian Freedom." She 
told them they were going to a country 
where the greatest single problem was not 
poverty, but lack of freedom. Gordon says, 
"She urged us to be true to both our Chris-
tian religion and our American heritage, 
never forgetting that we, too, had once 
fought against the British." Doing so 
placed the Halsteads in direct conflict with 
prevailing realities of the Commonwealth. 
ucknow was the capital of the larg-
est state in northeast India and had 
beautiful residential sections filled 
with the imposing homes of its British rul-
ers. But lower-class Indians lived in appal-
ling poverty, as they did all over India. One 
out of every five people had tuberculosis, 
one of the highest rates in the world. Hous-
ing was inadequate for millions. Even 
those Indians fortunate enough to have 
houses that could withstand the rain usu-
ally lived 10 to a room. 
Lucknow College was a two-year 
school for a thousand middle- and upper-
class Indian men, most of whom were Hin-
dus or Moslems with a smatte ring of 
Christians. The college had been estab-
lished by the British not to alter Indian reli-
gious beliefs ovc;;rtly, but to train the future 
leaders of India in "an ethical and moral 
outlook compatible with Christian atti-
tudes." This would, the British felt, 
encourage continued British rule. 
Lucknow's faculty consisted of almost 
40 Indian teachers and, quite apart, nine 
American missionaries. Gordon's title was 
social director, responsible for advising stu-
dents and managing extracurricular activi-
ties. Helen was the librarian. 
The grounds of the school were im-
pressive. Its well-tended compound was 
lush and dotted with flamboyant flower-
beds. T he substantial brick and stucco 
facilities include d two large academic 
buildings, two dormitories for residential 
students, and private houses for the mis-
sionaries. T he Halsteads' two-story apart-
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ment was luxurious by Indian standards. 
On the first floor was a living room, dining 
room, bedroom, and Gordon's office; on 
the second floor, guest rooms and an 
improvised chapel. 
Instead of maintaining formal office 
hours, Gordon broke with tradition by 
opening their home to Indian students, 
who came to talk about studies and stayed 
to discuss everything in their lives. The 
Halsteads organized a drama group and a 
debating club. They had poetry readings 
in their living room. 
"The students would sit with their eyes 
closed while someone read poetry aloud," 
Gordon says. "They'd sway back and 
forth, calling out 'Beautiful! Beautiful!' It 
was very emotional. Poetry readings were 
the equivalent of today's rock concerts." 
Helen explains their ready acceptance 
by the students. "I was just 20 years old 
and Gordon 22, closer in age to the stu-
dents than to the rest of the college faculty. 
The students called me 'Sister' and Gor-
don 'Brother.' We began wearing Indian 
clothes and became vegetarians, so we 
would be able to offer them food in our 
home. They became our family." 
The Halsteads sympathized with the 
students' political beliefs. "Like the stu-
dents in China today, they were in the fore-
front of the struggle for freedom," says 
Gordon. When a prominent Indian leader 
died as a result of police brutality, for 
instance, Gordon helped students com-
pose a resolution to be read in an assembly. 
Helen encouraged them to wear the cool, 
elegant Indian achkan (long Nehru jacket) 
rather than hot British suits. 
The Hal steads were forbidden by their 
church from participating in any of the 
constant demonstrations that were preoc-
cupying their students more and more. 
That condition still infuriates Gordon. 
"Throughout the whole period of the 
nationalist movement, from the early 
1900s until 1948, not a single resolution 
was passed by any American missionaries 
in India praising Gandhi or expressing any 
concern for the Indian struggle for inde-
pendence. It was a disgrace!" he declares. 
Gordon feels the American community 
could have influenced the U.S. State 
Department, whose policy was not to have 
any policy at all. Had the United States 
spoken out, it might have accelerated 
Indian emancipation. 
As they became known for their pro-
Gandhi sympathies, the Halsteads met 
more and more prominent Indians. They 
had several meetings with Jawaharlal 
Nehru, president of the Congress party 
and eventual prime minister of India. "He 
was Gandhi's protege, but he was always 
more politically sophisticated than Gan-
dhi," says Gordon. The Halsteads were 
scheduled to spend an evening with Gan-
dhi himself, but Nehru's father (also a 
political leader) died that day and the 
appointment was canceled. 
ven then, 20 years prior to Indian 
independence, Gandhi was a 
prominent political and spiritual 
leader. A year after the Hal steads arrived in 
India, Gandhi began his famous salt 
march, spurred by the heavy British tax on 
salt. Gandhi made a symbol of the unjust 
tax by walking 200 miles to the sea to distill 
salt from sea water. Starting with just 70 
people, he gathered more and more as he 
walked, covering only a few miles a day. 
"The entire country was on fire with 
excitement," says Gordon. "It was like a 
tremendous steady beating of drums, get-
ting louder and louder as they approached 
the sea. When this great crowd finally 
reached it, the country was at a fever heat. 
Gandhi made the salt, and was immedi-
ately arrested." 
The salt march signaled the weakening 
of the raj (British rule). For the first time, 
the legality of the system had been under-
mined. The world press was on hand and 
gave Gandhi international exposure. Peo-
ple all over the world began to get inter-
ested in what was happening in India. 
It was seeing Gandhi at a most dramatic 
moment that finally impelled Gordon to 
action. Gandhi had been released from one 
of his many prison terms to attend the 1931 
London Round Table Conference on 
India as the sole representative of the 
Indian National Congress. The confer-
ence was a failure, and Gandhi sailed back 
to Bombay. 
"The day he was due was a pukka day-
clear and warm," recalls Gordon. "There 
were already more than a million people 
on the shore waiting, one of the greatest 
outpourings of humanity in recorded his-
tory. An Indian friend and I arrived at the 
harbor early. We were so excited we 
decided to rent a small rowboat to go out 
and meet Gandhi's vessel. 
"It took us about 20 minutes to reach 
the ship, and surprisingly, we were the only 
ones to row out. When we bumped along-
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side, I looked up. Standing on the deck far 
above my head was Gandhi. He was 
dressed in his usual short dhoti, with a 
shawl over his shoulders. He was gazing 
toward shore at this great multitude of peo-
ple waiting for him. But someone pointed 
us out and he looked down and waved. I 
was thrilled. Then the ship pulled away 
and we followed it to shore." 
When he landed, Gandhi led this great 
throng of people on a procession that 
wound through the city to an apartment 
house. There he had a small tent erected 
atop the roof, and it was here he stayed 
until he was arrested yet again. The coun-
try was thrown into an uproar. 
When he returned to Lucknow, Gor-
don was too stirred to keep silent any 
longer. He wrote a passionate appeal urg-
ing Christians to recognize Gandhi's strug-
gle as moral and to defend the right of the 
Indian people to have freedom. Helen was 
out of town, or she might have moderated 
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the manifesto's fiery tone, she says now. 
But out it went, to several thousand people 
including the British viceroy. A newspaper 
picked it up and published it. 
The British were outraged. The last 
thing they wanted was Americans putting 
pressure on the British government. Be-
fore Gordon knew it, frantic calls were 
made to the college principal, urging him 
to oust this troublemaker. It was pressure 
virtually impossible to resist. Although the 
school was run by American missionaries, 
most of its funds came from the British. 
In a last-ditch effort to smooth matters 
over, an appointment was made for the 
Halsteads at Government House. "We 
went in the evening," recalls Gordon. 
"The residence was quite palatial and 
there were dozens of servants and British 
staff members around. We were shown 
into a reception area where we were kept 
waiting quite a long time. Finally, we were 
called into the executive office, a large, 
opulently furnished room. The governor 
was not there, but his chief assistant was 
waiting for us. It was quite intimidating. 
"I suppose it didn't help matters that 
we wore Indian dress," Gordon says rue-
fully. "The chief assistant had us stand 
throughout the entire interview. He gave 
us a very patronizing dressing down, like a 
father talking to wayward children. He told 
us we were biting the hand that fed us and 
betraying our religious principles. He then 
said an apology was not enough and de-
manded that I put in writing that I would 
refrain from any further political activity 
and even from expressing any sympathy. I 
could not do it. I refused and we were dis-
missed. Shortly afterward, we were told we 
had 10 days to leave the country." 
The Halsteads found that very few of 
their fellow missionaries supported them, 
and then did so only privately. The majority, 
Gordon feels, were probably relieved to see 
them go. However, their students and Indian 
friends were outraged. There were head-
lines in the newspapers and talk of demon-
strations. The authorities grew nervous. 
"We were scheduled to leave at mid-
day," Helen says, "but the principal 
begged us to leave in the early morning to 
avoid a demonstration. Even at that hour, 
though, almost 100 people came to see us 
off. All these wonderful people I knew I 
would never see again! They put us on 
their shoulders and carried us to the train, 
singing 'God Be With You Till We Meet 
Again.' Tears still come to my eyes when-
ever I hear that song. It was one of the sad-
dest days of my life. 
''Then a strange thing happened. As the 
train traveled toward Calcutta, crowds of 
people came to every train stop to greet us. 
Some would come right to the compartment 
door, just to look at us, while others stood on 
the platform and waved. They bowed to us, 
which meant 'I salute the divinity that is 
within you.' I'll never forget how that felt." 
hat the Halsteads came home to 
in 1932 was the Depression. U n-
able to find a job, Gordon went 
to the University of Michigan for a master's 
degree in educational administration and a 
teaching certificate, after which he spent 
several years teaching. By that time, he and 
Helen had two more children (their first 
had been born in India). 
Over the next decades Gordon worked 
in a variety of posts. He was director of a 
work experience center in Franklin 
Roosevelt's Works Progress Administra-
tion, training young people for jobs in in-
. dustry. He did personnel work for the War 
Department and later directed a program 
for Lyndon Johnson's war on poverty. 
Helen also involved herself in social work 
after raising their three children. 
Neither of them returned to India until 
the 1960s. Helen went for several months in 
1962 to help her Aunt Welthy establish Lit-
eracy House, leaving Gordon home to tend 
the family. Gordon went in 1965 after con-
tacting the Indian government to set up an 
itinerary for him. He stayed three months. 
"India had blossomed," Gordon says. 
"None of the dire predictions of the British 
had come true." 
He and Helen, who retired to Vermont in 
1968, decided to start leading tours of India 
to help others see the country in depth. 
Taking 15 people at a time on four-week 
trips, they offered experiences not available 
to the casual tourist. Indian guides traveled 
with their groups and they were enter-
tained in Indian homes. Twice groups met 
with Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. 
To celebrate their 60th wedding anni-
versary in 1988, the Halsteads planned 
another trip to India. That intention, by 
way of a newspaper clipping, reached the 
Indian Tourist Office and the Halsteads 
were invited to come as government 
guests, all expenses paid. This time, they 
would return as national heroes. 
They took along a book of memora-
bilia, which they showed to Rajiv Gandhi, 
current prime minister. He was so en-
chanted, he allowed them into some areas 
of India that tourists never see. For 
instance, they traveled into the northeast-
ern part of the country that is restricted be-
cause of its proximity to China and Tibet. 
"We were guests of the prime minister, 
with red carpet treatment all the way," says 
Helen. "You see, in their eyes, we were 
freedom fighters." 
Gordon says that in many ways, the 
hopes they'd had for India have come to 
pass. "Materially, progress is unbelievable. 
There is a large middle class with enor-
mous consumer appetites. On the other 
hand, that's exacted a high toll on the envi-
ronment and intensified the terrible pock-
ets of poverty." 
Looking back, the Halsteads realize 
that being in India during Gandhi's strug-
gle merely manifested a basic philosophy 
they already possessed. 
"It's social concerns that have always 
meant the most to us," says Gordon. "Syra-
cuse helped us develop those ideals and 
we've tried to carry them out throughout 
our lives. It just happened that we found 
ourselves in India at a time when those 
principles mattered so much. But we 
would have taken those feelings with us no 
matter where we went." 
He continues, "We haven't held any 
major positions in our lives. We've not 
been heads of corporations nor have :ve 
earned enormous sums of money. The 
main thing is, we've tried to stick with 
what we learned in college. Those social 
concerns have shaped our lives." Sl 
D EC E MBER 1 9 8 9 • 13 4
Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 6, Iss. 2 [1989], Art. 4
https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol6/iss2/4
